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The Diffusion of Policy in Contexts  
of Practice: flexible delivery in Australian 
vocational education and training 
CLIFF TROOD & TREVOR GALE 
Central Queensland University, Rockhampton, Australia 
ABSTRACT Significant changes have occurred over the last decade within 
the Australian Vocational Education and Training (VET) system. Not least 
amongst these has been a shift from a predominantly traditional face-to-face 
classroom model of programme delivery to more flexible models informed 
by the needs of clients. To lead this revolution, in 1991 the Australian 
Commonwealth and State Ministers for Training established the Flexible 
Delivery Working Party. A series of reports followed that sought to develop a 
policy framework, including a definition of flexible delivery, and its 
principles and characteristics. Despite these efforts, project funding and 
national staff development initiatives, several difficulties have been 
experienced in the ‘take-up’ of flexible delivery; problems that we argue are 
related to how the dissemination of innovative practice is conceived. 
Specifically, the literature and research on the diffusion of innovations 
points to the efficacy of informal social networks ‘in which individuals adopt 
the new idea as a result of talking with other individuals who have already 
adopted it’ (Valente, 1995, p. ix). Following a discussion of these issues, the 
article concludes by arguing the need for research of innovative practice 
transfer within VET in Australia, using qualitative case study in order to 
develop an in-depth and rich description of the process, and facilitate 
greater understanding of how it works in practice. 
Introduction 
In recent times, flexible delivery has become a frequently used term when 
discussing teaching strategies in Australian Vocational Education and 
Training (VET). It has also become synonymous with a more client-
centred approach to learning that seeks to meet students’ varying 
personal and employment circumstances, industry demands for worker 
flexibility and responsiveness, and the economic imperatives of 
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government policy. In Australia, the development of this approach to 
delivery had its genesis in the late 1980s when the nation’s ability to 
compete in global markets began to concern industry and government. At 
the time, it was claimed that Australian workers were untrained for the 
rapid technological advances awaiting them and ill-equipped in the new 
skills required of them to remain productive and competitive. Many also 
believed that traditional vocational training was too unresponsive and 
inflexible to meet the new training demands of industry. In short, new 
skills training was seen as needed and sought, together with new flexible 
ways to achieve its delivery. This was irrespective of whether the 
reasoning behind the need for such training could be shown to be valid or 
otherwise. 
This article begins by tracing the issues that led to the definition and 
development of flexible training delivery within the VET sector in 
Australia. This is followed by a discussion of the role of Australian 
governments in developing and supporting flexible delivery as a concept, 
and argues that policy texts that provide a strong conceptual base do not 
always enable their effective practice as defined by such policy. 
Cognisant of a number of these ‘difficulties’ and the associated politics of 
a top-down approach to policy practice, the article suggests that the 
successful and participatory development of flexible delivery 
programmes across the VET sector is more dependent on the informal, 
personal networks of VET practitioners than on the dissemination 
initiatives of government. Significant questions are raised about the role 
of networks in the leadership, management and achievement of change in 
diverse, multifaceted areas such as VET. The article concludes by arguing 
that there is a need for research of innovative practice transfer within 
VET and that case study is an appropriate framework within which to 
locate this research. 
Rethinking Vocational Education and Training 
The economic crises of the late 1980s and early 1990s saw the Australian 
Federal Labor Government, Australian unions and industry seek 
agreements on workplace and industrial reforms as the basis for 
economic survival in a developing and globalised free market economy. 
As with many OECD countries, award restructuring, skill based career 
paths, structural efficiencies, productivity and enterprise bargaining have 
swept Australia’s industrial sector and have become integral components 
of these agreements. The associated need to train and retrain the 
workforce, seen as critical to the nation’s competitiveness and economic 
success in a global economy (Brown & Lauder, 1997), has positioned 
public and private vocational education and training in an instrumental 
role. As Andrew Gonczi notes, there is a ‘growing acceptance world wide, 
that vocational education and training are a vital component of economic 
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strategy’ (Gonczi, 1992, p. 2). More specifically, the ‘integration of 
education policy with economic policy’ (Marginson, 1993, p. 26) has 
repositioned education as ‘an arm of economic policy and part of the 
social process of commodity production’ (Marginson, 1993, p. 20). This is 
despite the loose relationships established between workers’ skill 
development and nations’ economic fortunes. 
Still, this focus on ‘a well trained, flexible workforce’ (Australian 
Education Council, 1991, p. 13) has embodied the central features of a 
changed government and industry agenda for vocational education and 
training, and has placed significant pressure on the Australian VET sector 
to comply. From 1987, for example, the rhetoric of government and 
industry in Australia frequently highlighted a lack of responsiveness and 
flexibility by the sector to the changing needs of industry, again often 
without much substance to support these claims. Much of this rhetoric 
was expressed in government reports, such as Industry Training in 
Australia: The Need for Change (Dawkins, 1988), Industry Funded Training 
in Australia (Pappas et al, 1990), the Deveson Report (Training Costs 
Review Committee, 1990), the Finn Report (Australian Education Council, 
1991), the Carmichael Report (Employment Skills Formation Council, 
1992) and Working Nation (Keating, 1994). All pointed to the need for a 
more flexible and responsive training system to meet the challenges of a 
changing economy. 
In 1990, intent on developing a more responsive VET sector in line 
with the National Training Reform Agenda, the Australian federal and 
state ministers responsible for training agreed to a co-operative approach 
to flexible and responsive programme delivery. One outcome of this 
agreement was the establishment, in 1991, of a Flexible Delivery Working 
Party. Its brief was to develop a national framework and oversee a 
coordinated approach to flexibility in delivering training. As an initial 
move in this direction, the Working Party commissioned a series of 
national projects to support the six goals of the National Flexible Delivery 
Framework (Flexible Delivery Working Party, 1992, p. 48), and to provide 
definition to flexible delivery and guidelines for its practice. Reports from 
these projects were released between 1992 and 1995, and formed an 
important part of the change process, providing a strong conceptual 
framework for flexible delivery, defining the concept, its principles and 
characteristics, albeit within a particular political context dominated by 
the interests of government and industry. 
Then in 1994, the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) was 
established as a federal government agency with a responsibility to 
develop and provide advice on policy, goals and objectives for a national 
strategic plan of vocational education and training. As part of this 
responsibility ANTA established the National Flexible Delivery Taskforce 
in 1995 to continue the work of the Flexible Delivery Working Party, 
showing a continued national commitment and approach to flexible 
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delivery. ANTA funded research and a number of projects, including 
twenty-eight flexible delivery pilots, to assist in identifying key issues and 
to generate experiences of flexible delivery (ANTA, 1997). Various reports 
on the outcomes of these projects have been issued, however the detail 
of what was done within them is scant. ANTA’s involvement through 
funding flexible delivery projects continues, yet the focus has shifted 
from campus-based to online delivery; the latter seen as providing 
greater efficiencies in line with the projected globalisation of education. 
Other bodies have also reported on various studies into the 
operation of flexible delivery in Australia’s VET area. They include the 
National Centre for Vocational and Educational Research Ltd (NCVER), 
formerly the TAFE National Centre for Research and Development 
established by the Australian Education Council in 1981. Most of these 
studies have tended to be evaluative rather than descriptive. For 
example, the evaluation of the Tea Tree Gully Campus of TAFE in South 
Australia examined student and staff attitudes toward a range of flexible 
delivery strategies and management structures, and their effectiveness in 
a campus specially designed to support the flexible delivery of courses 
(Baron et al, 1995). The study identified areas of concern in management 
and the effects on flexible practice, but again, detailed descriptions of the 
processes and strategies of flexible delivery were not provided. 
There are some exceptions to this lack of attention to practical 
issues, although they still tend to be short on detail. For example, in 1995, 
TAFE in New South Wales (NSW) collected data on flexible programmes 
and collated these to produce Examples of Flexible Delivery in TAFE NSW 
(Planning & Evaluation Unit, 1996). The document provided a brief 
description and contact details of those delivering each programme, and 
aided in connecting teachers with one another in order to share 
information on flexible delivery strategies and processes. A subsequent 
document, Everyone’s Guide to Flexible Delivery (Educational 
Development Directorate, 1998), which identified principles, concepts 
and definitions of flexible delivery, also represented a major step forward 
in drawing on the experiences of TAFE personnel who had already 
worked through many of the practical challenges. A further example can 
be found in the work of the Administrative Services Flexible Delivery 
Team at the Riverina Institute of TAFE (NSW) and their report on flexible 
approaches across campuses (Administrative Services Flexible Delivery 
Team, 1997). Written by those devising and utilising flexible strategies, 
the report provided one account of how the definitions, principles and 
concepts can be conceived in action, and introduced a more 
participatory politics into definitions of flexible delivery. 
Such descriptions, that deal with the challenges and their temporary 
solutions in contexts of practice, enable other practitioners to see links 
with their own practices; to empathise, and so understand how and what 
is to be done, while also making adjustments for their own particular 
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contexts. Unfortunately, there are few examples of written detailed 
descriptions by practitioners to cover the scope and variety of practical 
applications of flexible practice needed in vocational education. More 
often, the literature is absorbed by other areas related to flexible 
delivery. Various articles in the Australian TAFE Teacher, by Peoples 
(1995), Walsh (1997), and Simon (1997), for example, while broadly 
concerned with the shift towards delivering flexible training, focus on 
issues such as the analysis of delivery models, future implications for 
VET and industrial matters. Again, these are more about the issues 
arising from the changing nature of delivery and work practices than how 
that delivery is to be achieved. Writing elsewhere about the emerging 
requirements of vocational training, Andrew Gonczi has argued that ‘the 
new context requires new teaching, learning and evaluation strategies 
and new ways of thinking among teachers’ (1992, p. 9). Similarly, 
Robinson has asserted that ‘staff development programmes are needed to 
prepare teachers and trainers for the task of implementing the new 
strategies’ (1998, p. 19). 
Efforts to address this perceived need, to prepare and train staff to 
work with new and flexible methods of delivery, began in 1992 through 
national staff development programmes such as the TAFE National Open 
Learning Staff Development Project. The Project produced a series of six 
modules aimed at assisting practitioners to develop skills in producing 
self-paced learning materials and in managing distance and open learning 
(TAFE National Staff Development Committee, 1992). Then, in 1993, the 
National Staff Development Committee was formed in response to the 
fourth goal of the National Flexible Delivery Framework: ‘To provide 
support and development for staff to enable flexible delivery’ (Flexible 
Delivery Working Party, 1992). The Committee developed strategies to aid 
in the development of VET practitioner knowledge, awareness and skills 
in flexible delivery. One approach adopted by this Committee was to 
introduce an Action Learning Scheme: funded case studies of action 
learning ‘sets’ or teams of practitioners involved in competency-based 
training and utilising flexible approaches to training delivery. These sets 
gave insight into the operation and use of action learning in the VET 
context (National Staff Development Committee, 1996). The report on this 
approach claimed action learning to be effective in the development of 
flexible delivery programmes. In brief, the participants formed close 
networks in which they shared their ideas, skills and abilities and 
developed synergies focussed on the achievement of a set task. Yet, the 
report did not provide detailed descriptions of the strategies or methods 
developed in the action learning sets that enabled flexible delivery to 
work. Individual Australian states have also developed training for their 
VET staff in flexible delivery. NSW TAFE, for example, in collaboration 
with Charles Sturt University, has produced Practices in a Flexible 
Learning Organisation (EPIFLO); a learning kit of 18 modules that 
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collectively present an overview of strategies and information to 
implement flexible delivery systems (Staff Training & Development 
Bureau, 1997). 
Despite these efforts by Australian state and federal governments, 
the uptake of flexible delivery has been disappointing. According to some, 
VET teachers remain poorly prepared to meet the challenges of utilising 
these new strategies in a changing workplace (Kearns, 1997). One 
possibility for this is that early attempts to provide staff development on 
new VET policies have been too generic and have limited impact (Simons 
& Harris, 1998). Evans (1998), in researching the self-management of 
professional development within NSW TAFE, has also reported high levels 
of staff negativity and cynicism to current personal development 
initiatives. However, Evans also found that despite this supposed 
negativity, many staff had exciting ideas on what could be done to 
develop a learning culture within their organisations. They are findings 
that resonate with Burns et al’s (1997) argument for the creation of a 
working environment that encourages development and learning, and 
opportunities for staff to share ideas and experiences. In other words, 
‘staff negativity’ might simply reflect the marginalisation of VET teachers 
and the dominance of government and industry over definitions of 
flexible delivery and its practice. 
Challenges in Contexts of Practice 
It is clear that the introduction of flexible delivery policy into the context 
of Australian VET classrooms has not been without its problems. Of 
concern is that, while Australian government documents have well 
articulated concepts, definitions and principles, they do not seem to 
address the working needs of VET practitioners. In our view, concrete 
and specific suggestions and descriptions are needed to provide 
practitioners with support in order to develop an understanding of how 
such policy might work in practice. To illustrate, flexible delivery is often 
defined as an ‘approach to vocational education and training’ that ‘allows 
for the adoption of a range of learning strategies in a variety of learning 
environments to cater for differences in learning styles, learning interests 
and needs, and variations in learning opportunities’ (Flexible Delivery 
Working Party, 1992, p. 2). However, what does this mean to a teacher 
asked to move to a more flexible delivery of programmes? For those 
engaged in directing the activities of the VET classroom, it requires a 
major conceptual leap to take such definition and relate it to practice, to 
what is actually done. 
Government documents also list various characteristics of flexible 
delivery, such as flexible entry and exit to courses, flexible assessment 
processes, learner controlled course content to meet industry needs, 
flexibility in the sequence of course content, flexibility in time and place 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
0:1
8 1
0 J
un
e 2
01
2 
FLEXIBLE DELIVERY  
167 
of study, access to learner support, and access to and use of resource-
based learning technologies. Again, it requires considerable ability to 
take these attributes of flexible delivery and weave them into one’s own 
practice, determining systems, methods, strategies and so on to achieve 
them. For example, the documents on such programme delivery do not 
indicate that the management of records on flexible entry and exit to a 
study programme is a complex issue, requiring significant changes in 
systems design and operation. Nor do these documents detail how 
teachers can manage individual, flexible assessment on demand within a 
group of students or how learners can be given control of the course 
content. This lack of detail in what could or should be happening in the 
classroom presents challenges for those attempting to make sense of 
flexible delivery. Practitioners have had very little guidance on and input 
into the interpretation of concepts and principles. Often through trial and 
error, they have had to create for themselves processes, systems and 
methods that work in practice. In one sense, this is no bad thing if it 
means the involvement of practitioners in determining what is flexible 
delivery in the VET context. However, for this to occur more formalised 
processes need to be addressed. 
It seems that the carriage of policy from contexts of text production 
to those of practice (Bowe et al, 1992) is commonly faced with such 
issues. McBeath (1997), for example, in researching the process of 
informing teachers of new or revised curriculum, found that little 
attention was given to techniques for successful dissemination. She 
argues that the approach to such matters taken by federal and state 
government education and training bodies is one where ‘curriculum 
merely needs to be mandated and it will happen. It is assumed that 
lecturers will understand the need for, and the intention of, the proposed 
changes and accept them uncritically and without difficulty’ (McBeath, 
1997, p. 54). In drawing attention to these matters we do not mean to 
imply that practitioners have no part to play in the production and 
interpretation of policy. They do. However, policy makers need to 
construct policy in such a way that they give adequate signals to those it 
effects about what is intended and to demonstrate some understanding of 
what these intentions might entail. 
This gap between flexible delivery policy and practice can be seen 
as similar to the problems experienced by US schooling in the 1960s and 
1970s where policy exhibited a strong ‘philosophical orientation’ (Hall & 
Hord, 1987, p. 112), but failed to make sufficient connections with 
contexts of practice. Hall & Hord’s research into innovation and change in 
schools found that when the information provided on innovative 
practices is purely philosophical in its orientation, ‘the consequence 
frequently is increased ambiguity and feelings of uncertainty about what 
should be happening in the classroom’ (1987, p. 113). They argue further 
that ‘those programmes would probably have had higher success rates if 
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the change facilitators had thought more about the needs of teachers at 
the time of implementation and had taken time to assist teachers in 
developing confidence and competence in behaving in the manner being 
advocated by the philosophical orientation’ (Hall & Hord, 1987, p. 113). 
One consequence of the need to interpret policy and concepts at the 
provider level, then, is the ambiguity and uncertainty that inevitably 
leads to a diversity of interpretation of what flexible delivery is or should 
be. While a level of diversity across contexts is valuable, even desirable, 
excessive differences can reflect uncertainty and ambiguity in relation to 
guidelines. Others have also been concerned with the difficulty in pinning 
down and describing flexible delivery because of what is considered to be 
a lack of clear definitions, policy and guidance for practice (Barry, 1996). 
Smith & Keating’s suggestion that ‘to a large extent, flexible delivery is a 
provider issue, and the challenge will be at this level’ (1997, p. 67), 
dismisses concerns about diversity and the potential opportunity to 
capitalise on and share the strategies, systems and methods developed in 
successful programmes. 
Innovative Practice and Its Diffusion 
More needs to be done, then, to address how VET practitioners can be 
empowered to engage with new policy directions. We have already noted 
similar concerns to Hall & Hord’s (1987) that often the policy processes 
used to introduce innovations do not provide or define the details of 
practice or provide ‘the concrete and specific suggestions, advice, and 
prescriptive coaching’ (p. 113) considered critical to successful practice. 
We have also noted that when we encourage teachers to discuss and 
share their concerns, problems, ideas and knowledge of what works and 
what does not in a new programme, we introduce the concept of 
interpersonal networking as a key element in successful programmes. 
The action learning sets described above are good examples of this, 
notwithstanding our critique that the reports were too narrowly confined 
and not descriptive enough of how they worked in practice. 
One of the seven strategies utilised in McBeath’s (1997) 
dissemination study also highlighted teacher networks involved in the 
discussion and exchange of ideas and solutions in response to the 
challenges faced in introducing new curriculum. This proved so 
successful that the network extended and continued after the project was 
completed. Others within the research literature are also supportive of 
interpersonal networks as critical to the successful diffusion of 
information and innovations within and across groups. Anecdotal 
evidence within the VET sector suggests similar conclusions in relation to 
interpersonal networks and the uptake of flexible delivery programmes. 
In short, such literature and evidence not only questions the usefulness 
of top-down government reports, staff development initiatives and policy 
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directives, but also foregrounds networks amongst VET practitioners as 
central to the diffusion of flexible delivery practice. 
Diffusion research has a long history that reaches back to 1903 and 
Gabriel Tarde who wrote about what he termed the laws of imitation. A 
key concept was ‘that an individual learns about an innovation by 
copying someone else’s adoption behaviour’ (Rogers, 1995, p. 40). 
Tarde’s concept of imitation is now more often referred to as the 
diffusion of innovations that Rogers defines as ‘the process by which an 
innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among 
the members of a social system’ (1995, p. 5). The diffusion of innovation 
as a communication process deals with new ideas, their use and 
transmission to new users. Here, the spread of ideas, opinions and 
products is fundamentally a social process reliant on the interpersonal 
networks of people ‘in which individuals adopt the new idea as a result of 
talking with other individuals who have already adopted it’ (Valente, 
1995, p. ix). 
As all innovations carry a degree of uncertainty for the potential 
user, evaluative information is important when deciding whether to 
adopt, adjust or reject an innovation. Diffusion research has shown that 
an individual’s acceptance or rejection of a new idea, system or 
programme is influenced by those who have experience or know about 
the innovation and who are part of their personal network. A person’s 
network is usually made up of others with whom they normally interact 
and who have similar beliefs, social positions and levels of education. 
This similarity makes communication of the new idea clearer and more 
likely to be adopted. By contrast, understanding and acceptance of new 
ideas is more difficult when two or more people are dissimilar (Rogers, 
1995). This provides insight into and a possible factor in the difficulties 
experienced in interpreting flexible delivery policy at the practitioner 
level. Key people in innovation diffusion are those who bridge the gap 
between the network and those seeking the innovation, allowing 
information to flow from one level of understanding to another. In 
diffusion networks, such people are referred to as ‘opinion leaders’ and 
as ‘gatekeepers’ in organisational networks (Stephenson, 1997). 
The role of interpersonal networks in the diffusion of innovations 
cannot be underestimated. As Rogers suggests, ‘we must understand the 
nature of networks if we are to understand fully the diffusion of 
innovations’ (1995, p. 304). Interpersonal networks – by definition, those 
networks that occur informally – support the transmission and take-up of 
information between individuals within a network. Characteristic of these 
networks is their social nature where close contact, often face-to-face 
(Macguire, 1983; Rogers, 1995; Stephenson, 1998), is common. A sense of 
belonging, trust and friendship make these networks a cohesive entity 
through which information travels rapidly. Also central to an 
understanding of networks is their involvement in the processes of 
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learning, not simply what those processes produce, as reports above on 
the action learning sets seem to be focused. Learning the ‘how-to’ of new 
ideas is different from having knowledge of the ideas. We may be 
interested in the idea, even want to use the idea but often, until we are 
shown, we do not progress. How we learn, then, is at the heart of 
innovation adoption. 
Similarly, the central idea in social learning theory is that in society 
individuals learn from others by means of ‘observational modeling’ 
(Rogers, 1995, p. 330). This can be seen in the various fads that sweep 
society from time to time where people imitate those around them. This 
modeling is the result of an information exchange that is also evident 
when teaching practical skills. In such situations the skill is shown and by 
observing and imitating, the student begins to learn the skill. Supporting 
this with advice about potential problems and specific directions to 
improve the student’s skills is fundamental to successful teaching and 
learning. This information exchange is the basis of both social learning 
theory and diffusion theory where both ‘stress information exchange as 
essential to behavior change, and view network links as the main 
explanation of how individuals alter their behavior’ (Rogers, 1995, p. 331). 
At the heart ‘of the diffusion process is the modeling and imitation by 
potential adopters of their near peers’ (Rogers, 1995, p. 304), linking the 
learning process and interpersonal networks. 
Understanding how these often invisible informal networks function 
is achieved by network analysis that maps the relationships and 
connections between individuals. The development of sophisticated 
computer-based mapping techniques has enabled their greater 
understanding. The analysis requires data collection to determine the 
members of the network and their roles. Sociograms also map these 
communication links and enable the identification of key people such as 
‘opinion leaders’ who have significant influence over the network. 
According to Rogers (1995), these leaders are the key people to influence 
when seeking the adoption of new ideas. We might also be interested to 
identify hubs, pulse takers and gatekeepers (Stephenson, 1997). From an 
innovation perspective, gatekeepers are those individuals who act as 
‘brokers’ of information facilitating the transfer of information into the 
network. Identifying the network, its people and their roles within it, 
develops an understanding of the role networks play in the diffusion of 
information. 
Network structures provide a way of working that is fundamentally 
aligned with our ways of learning, but also with what influences what we 
learn and whether we allow it to influence us. Recognising, 
understanding, developing and utilising networks as a model of effective 
learning in VET institutions could help in the diffusion of innovative ideas 
with respect to flexible training. It could also politically address the 
criticisms the VET sector in Australia has received in relation to its 
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responsiveness, efficiencies and competitiveness in the open market. In 
short, exploring the phenomena of informal networks in the diffusion of 
innovative practice between groups of VET practitioners, could inform 
and provide staff development strategies to enable more effective 
learning of innovative practice and locate this within the hands of VET 
teachers themselves. 
Making a Case for More Research 
Above we have identified the issues driving the introduction of more 
flexible practices in the delivery of VET programmes, and have argued 
that the approach taken to encourage and disseminate these flexible 
practices has been challenged by its different conception in action among 
teachers. We have also argued that where flexible delivery has been 
successfully used in a programme it has spread to other areas more as a 
result of the informal networks between teachers than from ‘outside’ 
efforts; a view supported in the literature on diffusion of innovations. As 
McBeath (1997) has noted, the continuing approach to curriculum change 
in VET tends to be top-down, authoritative and prescriptive, overlooking 
those who are involved to bring about change. In view of this, McBeath 
argues that there is a need for more research to evaluate different kinds 
of change processes. Certainly, there is a paucity of Australian studies 
that address the issues raised here. Of the 86 articles published since 
1993 in the Australian and New Zealand Journal of Vocational Education 
Research, for example, only one has discussed curriculum dissemination 
(Stevenson, 2000). Given the demands to be responsive and meet the 
shifting training needs of industry, a greater understanding of how new 
ideas, methods and systems can be rapidly diffused through the VET 
sector seems warranted. 
We posit that case study, informed by semi-structured interviews as 
a primary source of data, is well suited to these requirements, even 
though it has not featured strongly in previous studies of the diffusion of 
innovations through interpersonal networks. According to Rogers (1995), 
variance research has dominated diffusion studies, but has only provided 
snapshots of the process, being more concerned with variables than with 
the process itself. Because the diffusion of innovations is a process, 
research that is concerned with a sequence of events and is able to probe 
back in time to understand what happened should provide greater 
understanding of transfer events (Rogers, 1995). In this regard, case study 
interviews provide ‘a powerful and interventive tool’ (Walker, 1983, 
p. 160) giving much data over a short time. This verbal testimony with the 
researcher as interviewer, also enables the researcher to access 
observations, reflections and interpretations of past events, gaining 
access to events that would otherwise be closed. Furthermore, as we 
have argued above, the diffusion of innovations is an area in which it is 
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not exactly clear where the boundaries are between variables and their 
contexts and they seem better researched together. Again, these are 
requirements that are most suited to case study. As Robert Yin describes 
it: ‘case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’ (Yin, 1994, 
p. 13). 
As an ‘open methodology’, case study represents a method of 
research that is concerned with process and its exploration (Merriam, 
1988; Smith, 2000). This exploratory character of case study (Creswell, 
1998) lends itself to dealing with factors not taken into account at the 
outset and enables data collection to continue as the needs of the study 
emerge. Such flexibility occurs because ‘case study is defined by interest 
in individual cases not by the methods of inquiry used’ (Stake, 1994, 
p. 236). In case study, the researcher is interested in ‘insight, discovery 
and interpretation’, in seeking meaning derived from experience 
(Merriam, 1988, p. 10) and the ‘emic meanings held by the people within 
the case’ (Stake, 1994, p. 239). The researcher ‘through detailed, in-depth 
data collection involving multiple sources of information rich in context’ 
(Creswell, 1998, p. 61) provides a detailed description, making explicit the 
process, context and the experiences of the case. 
This is the kind of research now required and suited to studying the 
diffusion of innovations through interpersonal networks amongst 
teachers in the Australian VET sector. 
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